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needle,  there  are  a  few  interventions  that  find  substantial  impacts.   One  recent  example  is  the City 
University of New York  (CUNY) Accelerated Study  in Associate Programs  (ASAP) program, an  intensive 
college counseling and financial assistance program. Research suggests ASAP nearly doubled associate 





This paper  investigates  the causal  impact of  the College Level Examination Program  (CLEP) on 















associate degree by  17.3 percent  (5.7 percentage  points), with  even more  impressive  results  among 
military students (8.6 percentage points or 18.1 percent), and students older than 24 years of age (7.3 
percentage points or 19.5 percent), and homeschoolers (9.1 percentage points or 62.8 percent). The main 
results  are  robust  to  standard methodological  concerns  and  are  visually  staggering,  particularly  for 
associate’s degree completion, as shown in Figure 1.  
We then focus on several potential (testable) reasons as to why passing CLEP  improves college 



















































































































In order  to  examine postsecondary outcomes, we merge  the CLEP data with  enrollment  and 





each of  the  seven  cohorts of CLEP  test‐takers  in  the analyses, although  the  results are  insensitive  to 
eliminating more contemporary cohorts who had less time to complete degrees.  
Test  score  thresholds  for college  credit are  retrieved  from  two  sources:  the Annual Survey of 
Colleges  (ASC) and  the CLEP official website.3 The ASC  contains detailed  information on a number of 
institution‐level  characteristics  including  credit‐granting  minimum  scores  separately  for  each  CLEP 
subject. We  then compare  these cutoff  scores across ASC  surveys  to  those  scores  found on  the CLEP 
website  both  to  determine  how  static  they  are  across  time  and  to  include  any  score  cutoffs  that 






















a  four‐year  college during or  immediately  after  taking  their  first CLEP  exam  and  another  22 percent 
enrolled at a two‐year college. Nearly 80 percent of enrolling students attend a postsecondary institution 
for which a score of 50 or higher on the relevant CLEP would earn them college credits. Slightly more than 






















if  	ܦ݅ݏݐ௜௝ ൒ 0 and zero otherwise. We  include the  interaction of these two terms to allow for different 
slopes on each side of the threshold. Finally,  ௜ܺ௝  includes a vector of covariates (e.g., race, sex, age, and 














































presented  in  Table  2  are  estimated  by  fitting  equation  (1)  and  replacing  the  college  enrollment  and 
completion  outcomes  with  student‐level  covariates.6  In  general,  Table  2  shows  that  covariates  are 
balanced across the threshold. Although there is a smattering of statistically significant differences, these 
are small in magnitude and their prevalence is akin to what one might expect through random chance. 





















on  two‐year  students  and  2.9  percentage  point  impact  on  four‐year  students. When  overall  degree 
attainment is the outcome of interest, the OLS findings are nearly identical to the reduced‐form findings. 





















































test  taking  and  total  credit‐granting  CLEP  scores  using  the  distance  from  the  college‐specific  credit‐
granting threshold on the first exam as the forcing variable. Previous work by Smith, Hurwitz and Avery 



















the  second  exam  yields  an  8.1  percentage  point  increase  in  associate’s  degree  completion. We  also 
observe a 6.7 percentage point increase among two‐year college enrollees who received a credit‐granting 
score on the first exam. Taken together with the 5.7 percentage point impact of passing the first exam in 















































colleges within  the  two‐year/four‐year  college  sectors. Under  these  specifications, we  see  a modest 




in college before taking the exam.   Students who take CLEP early  in their college career have had  little 
interaction with college coursework and grades and may find CLEP to be a signal of their college readiness 
and overall ability to succeed.  On the other hand, students well into their college career have received 
numerous signals and so passing CLEP  is unlikely  to change  the students’ perceptions of  their college 
readiness. Therefore, if the impact is larger for students who take the exam earlier in their college career, 
all else equal, there is evidence consistent with the signaling story.   
















estimates  across  different  stages  of  students’  postsecondary  careers  suggest  that  credit  reduction 
policies,  rather  than  a behavioral  response  from  signals of  college  readiness,  are  responsible  for  the 
observed impacts in this paper. A second, perhaps less likely, hypothesis behind the completion impacts 
shown thus far is that students who take the CLEP exam at the end of their postsecondary careers and 






























postsecondary  institutions  fit  into  this non‐traditional category,  these students are  rarely  the  focus of 
higher  education  research.8  Table  9  shows  that  the  impacts  for  these  students  are  larger  than  for 
traditional‐aged  students.  The  20  percent  (7.3  percentage  points)  increase  in  associate’s  degree 


















who  have  traditionally  underperformed  in  the  postsecondary  system.  These  findings  have  important 
policy implications, as they suggest that a large prior learning assessment program with national reach, 
such  as  CLEP,  has  the  potential  to  serve  as  one  of  the most  cost‐effective ways  to  increase  degree 


























times  more  expensive  than  CLEP  ($5,400  for  ASAP  and  $80  for  CLEP).    As  a  high  cost,  high  touch 






credit‐granting policies have the potential to  increase overall completion rates. This  is not trivial  in the 




which  they  have  already  demonstrated mastery would  add  little  in  the way  of  human  capital.   And 
removing prior learning assessments as an option to move through college could, all else equal, reduce 
completion  rates, which  is  a  signal  unto  itself  (i.e.,  the  “sheepskin  effect”).    Future  research  should 
investigate the counterfactual to taking CLEP so as to better understand this extensive margin, since we 
only investigate the intensive margin of passing an exam.  Regardless, critics of prior learning assessments 
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Asian 811,103 0.045 0.207
Black 811,103 0.093 0.291
Hispanic 811,103 0.244 0.430
White 811,103 0.554 0.497
Other 811,103 0.055 0.229
Missing Race 811,103 0.008 0.091
Female 811,103 0.502 0.500
Age 811,103 26.488 9.205
Military Member 811,103 0.249 0.432
Home Schooled 811,103 0.035 0.183
CLEP Variables
Number of CLEP Exams 811,103 1.579 1.456
First CLEP Score 811,103 57.139 12.810
Average of All CLEP Scores 811,103 56.865 12.377
Took First CLEP Before Enrolling 811,103 0.257 0.437
Enrolled in Two‐Year College After/While Taking CLEP 811,103 0.216 0.412
Enrolled in Four‐Year College After/While Taking CLEP 811,103 0.678 0.467
Forcing Variables
(1) Distance Between CLEP Score and 50 811,103 7.139 12.810
(2) Distance Between CLEP Score and Minimum Credit Granting Score at First College Enrolled 636,043 7.461 13.363
(3) Distance Between CLEP Score and Minimum Credit Granting Score at Testing Center 652,850 8.075 13.380
Forcing Variable (1) Greater Than or Equal to Zero 811,103 0.709 0.454
Forcing Variable (2) Greater Than or Equal to Zero 636,043 0.708 0.455
Forcing Variable (3) Greater Than or Equal to Zero 652,850 0.723 0.447
Outcome Variables
Any Degree 811,103 0.518 0.500
Bachelor's Degree 811,103 0.370 0.483
Associate's Degree 811,103 0.196 0.397
Associate's Degree or Certificate 811,103 0.206 0.404
Time to Bachelor's Degree (Years) from first CLEP 299,929 3.882 2.136
Time to Associate's Degree (Years) from first CLEP 159,381 3.161 2.435



















Above Threshold ‐0.008 ‐0.008 ‐0.008
(0.009) (0.011) (0.011)
Covariates
Asian ‐0.001 ‐0.001 ‐0.003
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Black ‐0.002 ‐0.001 ‐0.004
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Hispanic ‐0.003 0.001 ‐0.003
(0.002) (0.003) (0.003)
White 0.011*** 0.007 0.016***
(0.004) (0.005) (0.005)
Other ‐0.006*** ‐0.007*** ‐0.007***
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Missing Race 0.001 0.001 0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Female ‐0.001 ‐0.005 ‐0.000
(0.004) (0.005) (0.005)
Age ‐0.125 ‐0.115 ‐0.133
(0.082) (0.093) (0.091)
Military Member ‐0.001 0.002 0.002
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Home Schooled 0.003** 0.003** 0.002
(0.001) (0.002) (0.002)
Currently in High School ‐0.001 ‐0.002 0.002
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
High School Graduate  ‐0.005 ‐0.002 ‐0.003
(0.003) (0.004) (0.003)
Enrolled in College 0.000 ‐0.002 ‐0.001
(0.004) (0.005) (0.005)
College Graduate  0.003 0.006** ‐0.001
(0.002) (0.003) (0.002)
Predicted CLEP Score ‐0.020 0.030 ‐0.039
(0.045) (0.048) (0.051)
























(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Above Threshold/ Total Exams 
Passed  0.030*** 0.035*** 0.027*** 0.030*** 0.034*** 0.029***
(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.005) (0.009) (0.005)
Observations 243,845 63,186 195,865 243,845 63,186 195,865
Optimal Bandwidth 7.174 10.180 7.641
Control Mean 0.562 0.485 0.582
Above Threshold/ Total Exams 
Passed  0.021*** 0.029*** 0.017*** 0.030*** 0.057*** 0.021***
(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.004) (0.008) (0.004)
Observations 214,869 67,840 217,605 214,869 67,840 217,605
Optimal Bandwidth 6.940 11.086 8.934
Control Mean 0.197 0.329 0.163
Above Threshold/ Total Exams 
Passed  0.021*** 0.009*** 0.018*** 0.005 ‐0.016** 0.012***
(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.003) (0.008) (0.004)
Observations 365,599 53,232 276,034 365,599 53,232 276,034
Optimal Bandwidth 12.935 8.509 11.848











































(1) (2) (1) (2)
Above Threshold ‐79.266*** ‐27.862*** ‐53.927*** ‐21.870** 0.022*** 0.006
(10.297) (8.401) (13.803) (9.839) (0.003) (0.004)
Observations 66,014 113,419 75,164 113,419 270,837 343,874
Optimal Bandwidth 10.342 8.138 12.728 8.823 8.805 11.041
Control Mean 758.884 687.961 1,121.102 1,408.261 0.125 0.363
Above Threshold ‐96.108*** 29.813 ‐81.159*** 55.991 0.035*** ‐0.021***
(17.688) (23.454) (28.964) (37.933) (0.006) (0.008)
Observations 21,035 14,246 22,824 11,437 83,789 47,980
Optimal Bandwidth 9.610 12.613 10.825 9.850 15.126 7.315
Control Mean 743.306 1,047.199 1,346.414 1,556.302 0.185 0.170
Above Threshold ‐75.970*** ‐29.229*** ‐54.814*** ‐28.198*** 0.018*** 0.013***
(11.824) (8.762) (16.968) (9.527) (0.003) (0.004)
Observations 48,912 92,690 43,190 113,345 217,605 238,408
Optimal Bandwidth 12.333 7.806 10.519 9.621 8.867 9.325








































Above Threshold ‐0.091*** 0.030*** 0.091*** 0.958***
(0.003) (0.004) (0.010) (0.009)
Observations 177,637 286,742 309,906 177,637
Optimal Bandwidth 5.043 9.349 10.112 5.958

















Deg Assoc Bach Deg Assoc Bach
(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)
Above Threshold 0.029*** 0.025*** 0.005 0.058*** 0.023* 0.027*
(0.011) (0.009) (0.010) (0.011) (0.013) (0.014)
Observations 46,200 46,200 51,312 32,744 23,221 23,221
Optimal Bandwidth 7.186 7.268 8.868 8.401 5.857 5.862
Control Mean 0.599 0.241 0.421 0.598 0.300 0.370
Above Threshold 0.061*** 0.072*** ‐0.008 0.075*** 0.081*** ‐0.001
(0.021) (0.022) (0.016) (0.026) (0.024) (0.022)
Observations 10,633 9,901 12,803 6,067 6,856 5,649
Optimal Bandwidth 10.808 9.944 13.066 9.874 11.993 8.078
Control Mean 0.499 0.371 0.206 0.513 0.396 0.171
Above Threshold 0.027** 0.017 0.007 0.055*** 0.010 0.033**
(0.012) (0.010) (0.010) (0.012) (0.014) (0.015)
Observations 33,647 38,044 46,240 27,095 19,234 19,234
Optimal Bandwidth 6.925 7.081 9.573 8.829 5.688 5.718

































(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Above Threshold 0.003 ‐0.002 0.004 0.001 ‐0.007** 0.008**
(0.007) (0.005) (0.007) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)
Observations 89,522 108,224 99,091 278,844 316,460 316,460
Optimal Bandwidth 7.980 9.535 8.056 6.984 7.181 7.322
Control Mean 0.605 0.162 0.443 0.888 0.209 0.679
Above Threshold ‐0.000 ‐0.001 ‐0.000 ‐0.000 ‐0.003 0.003
(0.008) (0.005) (0.008) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004)
Observations 76,237 93,047 69,806 272,195 272,195 272,195
Optimal Bandwidth 9.116 12.875 8.381 8.189 8.687 8.171

























Above Threshold 0.028** 0.035*** 0.022*** 0.040*** 0.039*** 0.014
(0.012) (0.010) (0.008) (0.009) (0.011) (0.014)
Observations 37,015 44,023 70,498 47,153 33,658 21,133
Optimal Bandwidth 6.110 9.465 12.241 9.693 12.666 12.605
Control Mean 0.488 0.524 0.624 0.708 0.714 0.654
Above Threshold 0.004 0.013 0.018* 0.022** 0.025** ‐0.004
(0.010) (0.010) (0.011) (0.009) (0.010) (0.014)
Observations 38,988 38,492 45,026 50,308 35,223 19,450
Optimal Bandwidth 9.955 11.544 9.045 12.877 16.892 13.751
Control Mean 0.312 0.335 0.499 0.661 0.703 0.645
Above Threshold 0.063*** 0.075*** 0.051*** 0.104*** 0.071*** 0.082**
(0.019) (0.022) (0.018) (0.024) (0.027) (0.039)
Observations 11,801 9,807 13,695 7,647 5,165 2,321
Optimal Bandwidth 9.386 8.382 11.871 11.729 15.250 10.002















Schooled White Asian Black Hispanic Male Female Age < 25
Age >= 
25
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)
Above Threshold 0.064*** 0.049** 0.022*** 0.029 0.039*** 0.053*** 0.041*** 0.016*** 0.022*** 0.034***
(0.007) (0.022) (0.006) (0.019) (0.011) (0.011) (0.006) (0.005) (0.006) (0.005)
Observations 98,626 10,078 147,157 12,905 36,660 38,247 124,557 166,821 129,771 144,127
Optimal Bandwidth 11.387 11.139 6.110 8.492 11.353 12.522 7.996 11.419 7.459 11.371
Control Mean 0.531 0.285 0.575 0.529 0.559 0.548 0.551 0.574 0.514 0.619
Above Threshold 0.026*** 0.000 0.009 0.032 0.008 0.031** 0.022*** 0.008 0.006 0.026***
(0.007) (0.031) (0.007) (0.020) (0.011) (0.012) (0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.008)
Observations 72,412 4,292 118,603 11,269 31,269 32,469 131,018 106,443 116,237 91,423
Optimal Bandwidth 10.790 7.869 6.336 9.542 12.666 13.726 10.260 8.135 8.846 8.083
Control Mean 0.235 0.249 0.478 0.403 0.435 0.443 0.404 0.515 0.451 0.485
Above Threshold 0.086*** 0.091*** 0.057*** 0.104*** 0.039* 0.050*** 0.073*** 0.039*** 0.048*** 0.073***
(0.015) (0.027) (0.011) (0.036) (0.023) (0.017) (0.012) (0.011) (0.011) (0.012)
Observations 21,482 4,101 35,875 3,065 7,235 26,520 30,606 34,164 33,591 28,336
Optimal Bandwidth 11.057 13.259 8.408 10.482 11.352 24.305 9.366 12.393 10.340 11.907





































































Exam Freq. Percent Avg. Score Std. Dev.
Spanish Language 199,228 24.56 68.91 10.11
Analyzing and Interpreting Lit 82,615 10.19 57.97 9.85
College Algebra 52,345 6.45 49.63 12.43
College Mathematics 41,132 5.07 52.80 12.25
College Composition 41,114 5.07 54.19 5.80
College Composition Modular 28,732 3.54 55.50 6.79
Introductory Sociology 28,161 3.47 53.70 7.44
Principles of Management 24,786 3.06 49.67 10.80
History of United States I 23,681 2.92 51.65 10.66
Biology 20,148 2.48 53.29 10.01
Introductory Psychology 20,051 2.47 57.02 9.75
English Composition 19,039 2.35 46.50 11.36
Humanities 18,131 2.24 49.85 8.79
French Language 17,981 2.22 65.09 11.89
Human Growth and Development 17,585 2.17 53.88 7.85
Info Systems and Computer Appl 17,172 2.12 53.61 11.22
Freshman College Composition 17,012 2.10 57.17 11.00
American Government 15,923 1.96 47.43 11.70
English Composition with Essay 14,491 1.79 51.70 10.67
History of United States II 14,375 1.77 49.85 9.78
Natural Sciences 12,245 1.51 48.00 9.51
Principles of Marketing 11,262 1.39 55.94 10.78
Social Sciences and History 8,068 0.99 48.84 10.72
Precalculus 6,739 0.83 52.82 10.40
German Language 6,656 0.82 64.80 14.84
American Literature 6,266 0.77 45.86 12.55
Western Civilization I 6,046 0.75 54.48 9.03
Principles of Microeconomics 5,445 0.67 51.64 13.50
Calculus 5,345 0.66 53.25 12.32
Principles of Macroeconomics 5,186 0.64 51.92 12.75
Chemistry 4,976 0.61 46.44 11.48
Intro to Educational Psych 4,233 0.52 50.62 12.16
English Literature 3,852 0.47 49.94 10.32
Western Civilization II 3,788 0.47 50.39 8.62
Financial Accounting 3,688 0.45 49.41 12.88
























(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Above Threshold/ Total Exams 
Passed  0.961*** 0.999*** 0.953*** 0.031*** 0.034*** 0.030***
(0.008) (0.014) (0.009) (0.005) (0.009) (0.005)
Observations 243,845 63,186 195,865 243,845 63,186 195,865
Optimal Bandwidth 7.174 10.180 7.641 7.174 10.180 7.641
Control Mean 0.342 0.283 0.357 0.562 0.485 0.582
Above Threshold/ Total Exams 
Passed  0.960*** 0.999*** 0.957*** 0.031*** 0.057*** 0.022***
(0.008) (0.013) (0.008) (0.004) (0.008) (0.004)
Observations 214,869 67,840 217,605 214,869 67,840 217,605
Optimal Bandwidth 6.940 11.086 8.934 6.940 11.086 8.934
Control Mean 0.342 0.283 0.357 0.197 0.329 0.163
Above Threshold/ Total Exams 
Passed  0.978*** 0.999*** 0.968*** 0.006 ‐0.016** 0.012***
(0.006) (0.015) (0.007) (0.004) (0.008) (0.004)
Observations 365,599 53,232 276,034 365,599 53,232 276,034
Optimal Bandwidth 12.935 8.509 11.848 12.935 8.509 11.848




































(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Above Threshold 0.025*** 0.032*** 0.028*** 0.020*** 0.023*** 0.023***
(0.004) (0.007) (0.006) (0.005) (0.008) (0.006)
Observations 316,460 95,730 163,845 244,613 68,085 151,071
Optimal Bandwidth 7.944 12.666 5.976 7.675 11.341 6.469
Control  Mean 0.498 0.467 0.582 0.487 0.468 0.573
Above Threshold 0.023*** 0.053*** 0.019*** 0.019*** 0.045*** 0.015***
(0.003) (0.007) (0.003) (0.003) (0.008) (0.004)
Observations 316,460 83,792 241,893 244,613 63,381 190,911
Optimal Bandwidth 7.013 10.102 8.825 7.914 10.903 8.545
Control Mean 0.169 0.307 0.153 0.176 0.312 0.163
Above Threshold 0.010** ‐0.011 0.015*** 0.004 ‐0.017** 0.012**
(0.004) (0.008) (0.005) (0.004) (0.007) (0.005)
Observations 278,844 56,161 191,555 298,400 58,711 190,911
Optimal Bandwidth 6.594 6.555 6.823 9.880 9.125 8.144





























Kernel Tri. Rect. Tri. Rect. Tri. Rect. Tri. Rect. Tri. Tri. Rect. Rect. Tri. Tri. Rect. Rect.
BW 3 3 5 5 10 10 10 10 IK IK IK IK IK IK IK IK
Covariates N N N N N N N N N Y N Y N Y N Y
Second Order Polynomials N N N N N N Y Y N N N N N N N N
CLEP Subject Fixed Effects N N N N N N N N N N N N Y Y Y Y
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16)
Above Threshold 0.020** 0.021** 0.032*** 0.036*** 0.028*** 0.026*** 0.033*** 0.031*** 0.030*** 0.030*** 0.028*** 0.028*** 0.032*** 0.032*** 0.031*** 0.031***
(0.009) (0.009) (0.006) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004)
Observations 86,091 86,091 153,208 153,208 296,874 296,874 296,874 296,874 243,845 243,845 243,845 243,845 243,845 243,845 243,845 243,845
Above Threshold 0.009 0.009 0.019*** 0.022*** 0.015*** 0.014*** 0.018*** 0.016** 0.012*** 0.010** 0.007* 0.004 0.017*** 0.015*** 0.016*** 0.012***
(0.010) (0.010) (0.007) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.007) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Observations 69,098 69,098 123,068 123,068 238,408 238,408 238,408 238,408 276,034 276,034 276,034 276,034 276,034 276,034 276,034 276,034
Above Threshold 0.052*** 0.054*** 0.062*** 0.066*** 0.058*** 0.058*** 0.060*** 0.059*** 0.057*** 0.051*** 0.057*** 0.051*** 0.052*** 0.048*** 0.051*** 0.048***
(0.020) (0.020) (0.013) (0.012) (0.008) (0.008) (0.013) (0.013) (0.008) (0.008) (0.007) (0.007) (0.008) (0.008) (0.007) (0.007)

































(1) (2) (3) (4)
Above Threshold 0.030*** 0.031*** 0.026*** 0.019***
(0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.005)
Observations 243,845 198,918 243,845 172,842
Optimal Bandwidth 7.174 7.874 7.174 18.211
Control Mean 0.562 0.606 0.562 0.697
Above Threshold 0.012*** 0.014*** 0.012*** 0.010
(0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.007)
Observations 276,034 211,984 276,034 91,897
Optimal Bandwidth 11.860 10.314 11.860 10.001
Control  Mean 0.459 0.504 0.459 0.586
Above Threshold 0.057*** 0.069*** 0.028*** 0.057***
(0.008) (0.010) (0.007) (0.016)
Observations 67,840 46,453 67,840 16,939
Optimal Bandwidth 11.086 9.689 11.086 7.969














































(1) (2) (3) (3)
Above Threshold 0.031 0.054 0.048* 0.004
(0.023) (0.050) (0.027) (0.003)
Observations 22,114 3,240 12,268 9,613
Optimal Bandwidth 16.750 12.270 14.772 10.728
Control  Mean 0.570 0.319 0.534 0.003
Above Threshold 0.005 0.067** 0.009 0.002
(0.013) (0.029) (0.015) (0.003)
Observations 23,616 4,285 19,142 20,344
Optimal Bandwidth 13.793 12.513 13.374 10.239
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Appendix Figure 2: College Completion, by Alternate Forcing Variables 
 
 
